THE WEDDING GIFTS OF PELEUS

Joun R. WiLson

IN HIS MARRIAGE TO THE DIVINE THETIS, Peleus reached the height of
human happiness. The gods themselves attended the wedding feast,
entertained the bride and groom, and to match the occasion gave Peleus
an immortal suit of armour and an immortal pair of horses.! In I/iad 16-19
these gifts play a significant role as a touchstone of divinity.

The armour outlasts the vigour of the aging Peleus and is inherited by
his son. But the son, though vigorous, is short-lived. The armour in its
unchanging immortality brings out the contrasting evils of age and of
premature death:

68 dpa @ Tadl racae
ynpés* &AN’ obx vids & évTeaqL TaTpds Eyfpa.
When he grew old, he handed it down to his

son; but the son did not grow old in his
father’s armour. (Z1. 17.196-197)

Achilles himself is never seen wearing this armour in the I/iad, but
lends it to his substitute and double, Patroclus. With Patroclus there is a
suggestion of inadequacy. His inability to carry the lance which had been
inherited from Peleus? is matched by the blindness with which he ignores
the cautions of Achilles and is thus killed by Apollo, Euphorbus, and
Hector. The borrowed armour, including the helmet that had protected
“the head and the gracious brow of a godlike man, of Achilles,” lies
defiled in the dust:

wévnoav 8¢ éepar
alpare kal kovipor® whpos ve uév ol Bews Hev
{mwwbropov myhnka walvesfar kovipow . . .

The hairs were defiled in the blood and dust.

Up till then it had not been right for the

helmet with its plume of horse hair to be

defiled in the dust. (Z1. 16.795-797)

1The horses are from the gods as a whole (Z/. 16.381, 867; 17.443) and from Poseidon
in particular (Z/. 23.277). In this there is no real contradiction (see Albert Severyns,
Les Dieux &’ Homére [Paris 1966] 26). That the horses are wedding gifts is never stated in
the main text of the I/iad, but is a legitimate inference duly incorporated at 16.867a.
The epithet &uBporos, applied to the armour as well as the horses, is also applied in the
Iliad to the winding-clothes of Sarpedon, but to no other artifact (cf. Od. 24.59, where it is
applied to the winding-clothes of Achilles).

2As a gift of Cheiron the lance is probably not thought of in Homer as one of the
wedding gifts, and in the legend is more properly associated with Peleus the great
hunter. See Albin Lesky, “Peleus,” RE 1, Halbb. 37 (1937) 306.
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This sacrilegious defilement (ob féms ... waivesfar) is the result of the
armour’s being worn by someone other than its rightful owner.

Next the armour becomes the death-suit of Hector, who at the height
of his glory strips it from Patroclus and puts it on himself. Zeus notices
and in a rare expression of pity exclaims on his folly and frailty alike:

& del\’, o0dé Ti Tou BavaTos kaTaBluds éoTiv,
3s 81 1oL axedov elavt av 8’ AuBpora Tebxea Slvers
avdpds apiariios, TOv Te Tpopéoval kal aAlot.

Poor man, death, which is coming near, is
far from your mind as you don the immortal
armour of a chieftain before whom others

tremble. (11. 17.201-203)

Only Achilles, the suggestion seems to be, can presume to wear such ar-
mour. Not that it would have protected him forever. Hephaestus, who
makes the magnificent replacement armour,® has no illusions that even
it can protect Achilles from his fate (//. 18.464-467). What he does pro-
vide is a thing of terrible wonder to surpass the lost suit.4

Besides borrowing the Pelean armour, Patroclus also uses the chariot
with the immortal horses Xanthus and Balius. To these is attached the
mortal trace-horse Pedasus:

&8s kal Ovnros tww émed’ imwmois dfavaToio.

Even though he was mortal, he went with
immortal horses. (Z/. 16.154)

The combination is unwise, and in the ensuing battle the death of Pedasus
among the immortal horses prefigures Patroclus’ own death in the im-
mortal armour.?

Xanthus and Balius are expertly disentangled from Pedasus by their
driver Automedon. But an emotional attachment to their mortal masters
is harder to break. The death of Patroclus immobilizes them in grief,
and they stand as still as a tombstone, their heads bowed down and their
eyes running with tears. Like the armour, the horses are defiled:

3For the complications brought on by the replacement armour, which necessitate a
“fade-out” of the original suit, see Phanis J. Kakridis, “Achilleus’ Riistung,”” Hermes 89
(1961) 288-297.

47/, 18.466-467 and 19.13-15.

8See Manu Leumann, Homerische Wérter (Basel 1950) 277. Such an unevenly matched
troika, were it driven by Achilles, would have an obvious symbolic significance as
representing the uneasy co-existence of the divine and the human within him. In fact
the troika here is a likely source for the team of horses in Plato’s Pizedrus myth. For
the archaeology of the Homeric triga see P.A.L. Greenhalgh, Early Greek Warfare (Cam-
bridge 1973) 27-29.
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falepn) 8’ &walvero xalrn
CelyMys ékepumoboa wapd (vyov audorépwler.
And their splendid manes were defiled as

they slipped from the pads on either side
of the yoke. (11. 17.439-440)

Zeus reacts to the grief of the defiled horses in much the same way as
to the donning by Hector of the defiled armour:

& del\w, Tt opdi douev TInNji avaxTe

Ovn7@, duets 8’ éaTov dyfpw T’ dBavdTw Te;
79 Wva dvaThvoior per’ Gvdphow dNye' Exnrov;
Poor horses, why did we give you, who are
ageless and deathless, to lord Peleus who

is mortal? Was it to make you suffer among
miserable mankind? (I1. 17.443-445)

Zeus is not prone to pity, which makes it all the more remarkable that he
should pity Hector and the horses in such close proximity. Furthermore, on
the few other occasions in the I/iad when he does feel pity, he is moved either
to action® or at least to consultation.” Only in these two passages does he
indulge in a purely contemplative sadness. The passages are further
linked by verbal similarities. Both Hector and the horses are addressed as
deuhol (a form of address used more often in scorn than in pity elsewhere
in the I/iad). More significantly, the formula used at 17.200 and 17.442
to introduce each soliloquy is found nowhere else in the [/iad.®

The horses’ predicament is generalized by tracing the trouble back to
Peleus, whose immortal gifts underline his vulnerability to old age and
death. The cruelty of letting divine horses become attached to human
masters can be measured by a comparison with the horses of Poseidon,
who lead emotionally uncomplicated and happy lives and are either in
joyous motion or are munching ambrosial fodder (/. 13.23-38). The
mistake with Xanthus and Balius shows up the true misery of human
existence:

ol pév yap 7l wob éoTw difvpbTepov avdpos
wavTwy 8ooa Te yalav ém mwrelel Te kal épmeL.

For of all things that breathe and move
over earth there is nothing more wretched
than man. (71. 17.446-447)

8I/. 8.245; 15.12; 17.648; 19.340; 24.332.

77/.16.431;22.169.

8The same formula, kiwnfaas 8¢ (pa) kdpn wpori v whfoaro Buubdy, also occurs twice
in the Odyssey, again in close proximity (Od. 5.285, 376) and again to indicate the emotion
of a god, though this time the god is Poseidon and the emotion is indignation.
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During the funeral games the horses share their grief with Achilles,
and have no more desire than he to compete. They remember especially
Patroclus’ gentle grooming of their manes, which now as at his death
droop to the ground in sign of mourning (I/. 23.279-284). We can only
infer what they will feel at the death of Achilles himself.?

The position of Xanthus and Balius is mirrored by that of Thetis. Like
them she was assigned to the mortal Peleus, and like them she is now
involved in the next generation. She is in fact the most conspicuous
gauge of Peleus’ mortality, and in a remarkable inversion Achilles pities
the goddess for her misalliance. He laments that Patroclus is dead, and
that the beautiful armour he lent him is taken by Hector. Its very beauty,
and its association with the divine happiness of Peleus, only enhances
the bitterness of the moment:

Ta uév IInNiji Geol d6cav dyhaa 6dpa
fluare 7§ 8re ge Bporod dvépos éuPalov edvi.
al8’ 8pehes ab uév add uer’ dbavarys alipot
valew, IInheds 8¢ Ovmriy dyayeafar dkoiriv.
viv 8’ va kal ool wévfos &l Pppeal pvpiov ein
wadds drodfiuevoo . . 10

The gods gave it as a splendid gift to Peleus

on that day when they bedded you with a mortal

man. If only you had stayed put with the

immortal sea nymphs, and Peleus had married

a mortal bride! As it is, it was only to get

endless grief in your heart at your son’s

death . .. (Z1. 18.84-89)

Thetis complains to Hephaestus of her mismatch in a similar way (/.
18.429 ff.). She is the archetypal young mother of an only child, and that
she will never age only prolongs her torment. Like the immortal horses,
she is infected by too close a contact with humanity. (The major gods
show a far more casual interest in their numerous human children.)
This very closeness internalizes the tension between the divine and the
human within Achilles himself. That is why in a range of sympathy

%Compare Briseis’ tender recollections of Patroclus at I/. 19.282 ff. One can presume
that Briseis too will grieve even more for Achilles than for Patroclus.

10The purposive {va after ellipse parallels the va of Zeus’ address to the horses at
1l. 17.445. Both purposes are absurd, as is always the case in Homer with elliptical {va
(71. 1.203; 7.26; 17.445; 18.88; Od. 4.710; 13.418). Note that all passages except I/.
18.88 use # lva, which rhetorically follows up a question introduced by riwre (i I/
17.445). For this use of # see Denniston, Greek Particles® 283 (2), and for 4 . . . wov at
Od. 13.418 see ibid., 286 (ii). I wish to thank my colleague Professor K. A. Garbrah for
his advice on this matter.
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equal to that of Zeus he can pity the immortal Thetis and the mortal
Peleus alike.

After the Patrokleia, the horses are next seen setting out with their
true master and without a mortal trace-horse.!! Once Achilles is fully
dressed in his replacement armour, he mounts the chariot and calls on
“his father’s horses”—for they still belong to Peleus—and, blaming
them for Patroclus’ death, asks them to do better this time. With the
same movement as at Patroclus’ death, but in protest now rather than
in grief, Xanthus hangs his head so that the mane flops to the ground.!?
Then miraculously the horse speaks. They will save him this time, he
says, but cannot go against fate. Achilles, like his companion, is destined
to die at the hands of a god and a man (/. 19.404 ff.). Just as strange as
the horse’s speech is Achilles’ natural acceptance of it. He feels neither
terror nor wonder but, as later on towards Apollo, only irritation (I/.
19.419 = 22.14).'* Inured as he is to the miraculous, he needs no sobering
advice (not even from the horse’s mouth) and it is his freedom from
illusion, his heightened awareness, that makes him greater than his
fellows.!* His closeness to Thetis and the clear knowledge he gets from
her puts him in a category above the other heroes and makes him more
properly the owner of the immortal horses than even Peleus. Achilles
alone can understand and live on familiar terms with the divine. Later,
in the scene with Priam, he will cite his father as an example of extreme
vicissitude, generalizing the gifts of the gods to cover his whole life up
to its high point in the marriage of a mortal with a goddess (/. 24.534 ff.).
Peleus is now old and abandoned,® and for him the gifts of the gods are
bitterly ironic. But for Achilles, who is proof against irony, they are the
natural accoutrements of greatness.

UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA, EDMONTON

1Even in the Patrokleia Pedasus is ignored at /. 16.380 ff. (Edouard Delebecque,
Le Cheval dans I'Iliade [Paris 1951] 17). But at 1/. 16.866-867 = 16.383/381, the refer-
ence to Xanthus and Balius alone is all too correct.

127/, 19.405 f. (xalry ... {vyby) = Il 17.439 f.

BJean Audiat, REA 49 (1947) 49, is probably right to detect in éxffcas an under-
current of frustration as used in both these passages. He refines on 19.419 as follows:
““A Tirritation contre cette prédiction inutile et déplaisante se joint le trouble irrité de
cette impuissance & vaincre le seul adversaire qui puisse triompher de lui: I'inflexible
destinée.” His comment on 22.14 is similar: “L3 encore, sous l'irritation contre la ruse
du dieu, on sent percer une irritation secréte et inavouée de I'impuissance i lutter d’égal
A égal contre une force divine, un secret dépit.”

YAchilles’ illusionless foreknowledge of his death (cf. 7/. 21.106-113 and 22.365-366)
contrasts markedly with Hector’s mistaken confidence, e.g., at I/. 16.859-861 and con-
tributes to the terribilita of the final books.

18At least typically so, though Homer varies the situation to suit his convenience. See
Lesky, (above, note 2) 288 and Johannes T. Kakridis, Homer Revisited (Lund 1971) 28.



	Article Contents
	p.385
	p.386
	p.387
	p.388
	p.389

	Issue Table of Contents
	Phoenix, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Winter, 1974), pp. 385-477
	Volume Information [pp.473-477]
	Front Matter
	The Wedding Gifts of Peleus [pp.385-389]
	"Daimon" as a Force Shaping "Ethos" in Heraclitus [pp.390-407]
	Suppliant and Saviour: Oedipus at Colonus [pp.408-429]
	Menander's "Perikeiromene": Misfortune, Vehemence, and Polemon [pp.430-443]
	Who Were the Nobility of the Roman Empire? [pp.444-449]
	"Parisinus Graecus" 1962 and the Writings of Albinus: Part 2 [pp.450-456]
	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.457-459]
	untitled [pp.459-465]

	Short Reviews
	untitled [pp.465-466]
	untitled [pp.466-467]
	untitled [pp.467-468]
	untitled [p.468]
	untitled [pp.469-470]
	untitled [pp.470-471]

	Note [pp.471-472]





